A s you know, P&G manufactures and sells disposable hygiene and other products for every-day usage to literally billions of consumers around the globe. In this business we can only be successful if on one hand we truly understand what can improve the lives of people in the various geographies, and if on the other hand we provide those consumers with products that deliver meaningful benefits and great value. Where we do this consistently, we can gain their loyalty and can build a successful and expanding business, not only for P&G, but also for our business partners and suppliers.
Meaningful performance benefits and superior value are predominantly based on innovations in both the design of our products and on innovative materials these products are made of. For more than three decades the nonwovens industry and P&G have partnered quite successfully in this innovation process.
Nonwovens, in some way, have made disposable hygiene consumer products, as we know them today, cost feasible. For example, if we replaced the nonwovens top-sheet in a baby diaper with a woven cotton material, we would increase the cost of a case of baby dia-pers by about $10. Nonwovens are also an important visual reinforcement that communicates aspects of both functionality and convenience of a specific product to the consumer.
Over time, the nonwovens used in disposable products have become more and more carefully engineered materials. They add performance and value to the product, and thus improved nonwovens became one of several factors that sustain continuous product improvements, leading in turn to further growth of the product categories.
An Historical Overview
To pick a few examples:
• Initially, back in the 1960's, we used a resin bonded rayon substrate as topsheet for Pampers diapers. It communicated well that this was really a disposable product, but in use it felt almost as wet as cotton.
• A polyester sheet in the mid-70's was the first dryness improvement, even though small in magnitude.
• It was followed by thermal bond polypropylene in the early-80's, which was quite hydrophobic and therefore much dryer.
• Starting in the late 80's we have seen polypropylene carded and spunbond nonwovens in diaper outer-covers, and as of the 1990's they were used as fluid acquisition layers in absorbent cores. Overall, disposable products dramatically drove the nonwovens production.
As we at P&G transition into the 21st century, nonwovens have penetrated into a broad range of global consumer products in most of our business units. Today we use nonwovens in baby care and feminine care applications, in adult incontinence products, in dry dust acquisition wipes, and in wet cleaning wipes, for cosmetic facial wipes, for dry laundry applications, and even for portable heating implements. The volume and value of our nonwovens materials purchases developed accordingly. For baby care products alone we currently purchase materials from dozens of different suppliers around the world. Since 1996 our nonwovens purchases have increased by more than 50%.
In the near future we hope to see several of our new products and current product improvements expand fast globally, such that our total nonwovens purchases will again increase dramatically within the next three to five years. In fact, Procter & Gamble will spend three times as much on nonwovens in 2003-2005 as we did in 1996.
While this sounds like a great business outlook, and we have every reason to be optimistic, merely hoping for the best is not good enough. In order to turn this opportunity into reality, we will have to make some substantial changes in how we operate, both at P&G and in the nonwovens industry.
Focus On R&D, Not Cost
Historically, P&G and its nonwovens suppliers had focused first on cost reduction, and second on functionality, or new materials. To achieve the lowest possible cost, we have developed new materials and processes with many different roll good suppliers. Most of them are regional companies either in the Americas, Europe or Asia. To be clear, this strategy has served us well in the past, when maybe once or twice in a decade a significant innovation in nonwovens functionality for our products made it to the market. And cost reduction will continue to be very important.
But the functional requirements of nonwovens in the more recent years have become much more specialized. A product like a baby diaper, which used to contain just one or two different types of nonwovens, today builds on five or six different nonwovens, each fulfilling a specific function. In addition, we have now different types of dry and wet wipes, portable heating implements and laundry products, all of which are based on nonwovens. Each of them has different functional requirements. Materials innovations are need-
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The key to success is focusing on technical development, not on cost ed in more and different directions and on a much faster frequency. And, the recent and future global introductions of new nonwoven-based products with accelerated market growth will also require a new and different approach to nonwovens development and supply.
Responding to those changing conditions, we will have to focus in the future first on materials innovation, second on speed to market globally, and third we will continue to focus on cost. I recognize that it is complex, and it will require a different mindset, new skills, and significant investments, both in building stronger relationships, and in building global capabilities.
Changing The P&G Mindset
All of us will hopefully be able to develop a stronger mindset of partnership and collaboration, rather than competition. We all will need to develop a truly global business mindset, rather than a regional or local one. We need to nurture long term thinking, and true product creativity. We need to acquire skills like "should-cost analysis," like waste elimination and elimination of cost, which do not add value to the final consumer product. In this process, P&G will take the initiative in establishing strategic development partnerships, based on innovation and speed to market.
These will focus on a group of nonwovens companies whose competencies match up with our future product and materials needs. We expect this to be a smaller number of partners, which we will select based on three criteria: on a proven track record of innovation and speed, on their capability to supply materials globally, and on a minimum overlap in core competencies. This is not an entirely new approach for us. In several of our other materials areas, predominantly those for our fabric and home care business, we have seen outstanding results from synergistic development alliances with multiple key suppliers.
And clearly, we at P&G will have to do our part to reduce the barriers to better working relationships, to get to mutually beneficial relationships in which all of our partners closely collaborate in driving innovation with high speed. Here is how we plan to change:
• We will be more transparent on success criteria and rewards for success.
• Where significant materials and performance innovation occur, we will better balance purchase volume for innovation and cost.
• We will appropriately support the globalization of our key partners. Our specifications will become performance specifications, rather than material prescriptions. They will be global specifications, regional or local executions will be eliminated over time.
Change Is Expected
What changes and investments do we expect from our industry partners? First, and most importantly, we would like to see you radically upgrading your research and development capability. We believe this will work best if you can bring together a critical mass of very diverse top R&D talent, people that can innovate jointly over the whole materials supply chain, starting with experts in polymer synthesis and resin formulation, over fiber spinning and web lay down, into the physics of post web formation treatments, and the design of composite materials.
Second, we would be delighted to see you installing strong and highly flexible pilot scale manufacturing capability. How fast can we get from a new materials concept to consumer testable prototypes? How quickly can we change from one prototype to the next improved one after we have obtained the first test results? What is the maximum prototype turnover within a given time frame? As you know, these are important questions determining how long it will take to develop a new product and get it to the market.
And finally, the industry really needs state-of-the-art manufacturing assets for all types of nonwovens in all regions. We need to get identical materials onto our converting lines in every region, regardless whether these materials come from a nonwovens plant in Finland, Germany or Canada or Japan. This requires that your manufacturing assets get much more standardized than today, and are designed for top quality assurance.
You Can't Go It Alone
Individual companies alone might be able to realize certain elements of this future. Other elements will require a very close cooperation of several industry partners. We all may need to apply new business models, solutions that are outside of our normal comfort zone. I see no reason why in nonwovens we cannot experiment with enterprise models used with huge success in the automobile and electronic industry.
I would like to take this opportunity to invite and challenge this industry: come forward with delivering breakthrough consumer performance via focusing on new materials functionality, and speed to market. We will listen. We will value a diverse variety of technical ideas and approaches in searching for the best solutions to consumer problems. We will go all the way with you. We can take your innovations to the consumer market -globally.
I am entirely convinced that the potential for the nonwovens industry together with a global consumer products company is brighter then ever before. I believe we have seen nothing yet! Stay tuned.
-INJ
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